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Public Accounting — Year One
by K E I T H E . JOHNSON

Senior Assistant Accountant, Chattanooga Office
Presented before The Accounting Club,
University of Chattanooga—October 1966

McLaurin. Thank you for the opportunity to
Tspeak to the Professor
Accounting Club on what may be expected during the
H A N K YOU,

first year of public accounting. As I was preparing this talk, I realized
that I had not stopped to consider what I had done and learned in the
previous year and whether or not public accounting was providing me
with the opportunities for development I had anticipated.
Before describing what I have done in the past year, I thought perhaps it would be beneficial to explain my reason for choosing public
instead of private accounting and also to mention some characteristics
tending toward success in public accounting.
PUBLIC VS. PRIVATE ACCOUNTING
Since interviews for employment began at a time when I was becoming quite involved in my thesis work, I had almost decided not to
interview public accounting firms. I had assumed, since I did have some
engineering background and had received my B B A in labor and management, that it would definitely be to my advantage to work in industry.
I was so certain I would go with industry that I decided to have one or
two interviews with public accounting firms only because they were first
on the campus, and I thought the experience of interviewing would be
beneficial. It was after these interviews and several with industry that
I decided it might be wise at least to talk with more C P Afirms,which I
subsequently did.
The trips to various plants and firms that resulted from campus
interviews ultimately proved to be the decisive factor in my changing
from private to public accounting. It was not that the corporations I
visited did not show a sincere interest in me or that compensation was
not as good, since both public and private starting salaries were comparable at the time. With these reasons for changing to public eliminated,
there could be only one reason remaining: M y chances for advancement and for ultimate success were, in my opinion, far better with a
public accounting firm.
I support this hypothesis with the following argument: I visited
both large and medium-size industries, and it became quite apparent
that, even in medium-size industries, the personnel currently employed
by the company would, to a large extent, determine how far one ulti42
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mately might go with the company. I am referring particularly to the
age group currently in management as well as to the one-family management hierarchy. The larger firms seem to have developed a plan, or a
timetable if you please, for personal advancement within the company.
In both large and medium-size companies it appeared to me that it would
become quite easy to find oneself standing still in both the learning process and rate of advancement.
Public accounting firms, on the other hand, did not leave me with
this impression. It appeared, and I believe I can now state this as a fact,
that these firms provide the opportunity for an individual to improve his
knowledge of accounting at a rate determined by his desire and ability.
Public accounting would not allow him to stagnate, if for no other reason
than that the various companies he would be auditing would present ever changing conditions. This point brings to mind one word that
more than any other would describe the work of the public accountant—
diversification. I am speaking not only of the diversification present in
the various types of industries that one would be auditing but also of
the various types of work one would be doing for a particular company.
It was this diversification and the stress on the growth of the individual
that led me to decide to enter public accounting rather than private
accounting, as had been my previous intention.
SUCCESS IN PUBLIC ACCOUNTING
In a recent article by the managing partner of our firm, John W .
Queenan, the following characteristics leading toward success in public
accounting were listed:
Technical know-how and the mental ability to apply it
Administrative ability
Team spirit
Good writing
Tact and independence
Reaching for responsibility
Instruction and direction of others
Adaptability to people and places
Worthy bearing and conduct
Broad interests
Imagination
Judgment
Drive and forcefulness
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One might argue that anyone with all these characteristics would be a
success in any business, and I would have to agree. I think, however,
that the important thing to note in this list is that there apparently is
much more than technical know-how and the mental ability to apply it
that tends toward success in public accounting. I think it is also important to recognize that all these characteristics can be learned or
practiced during your first year of employment in a public accounting
firm. In your first year of work you certainly should, at the very least,
use good judgment, imagination, tact, and good writing. You will no
doubt see better how some of these characteristics can be applied as I
describe what you might expect during your first year.
INITIAL TASKS
Perhaps the adjustment from college to practice can be eased considerably if, before performing any task or preparing any paper, you
ask yourself one question: What is the audit purpose of what I am
doing? If you do not know what the audit purpose is, find out. The
senior accountants realize they have a major part in helping you grow
within the firm and are quite anxious to be helpful. Therefore, do not
be afraid to ask questions of them. I would say that the work of the
first-year accountant can be broken down basically into four components. These would include an evaluation of the existing internal control within an organization, mathematical or arithmetical computations,
physical counts, and confirmations. Let us examine each of these components separately to see how the characteristics mentioned earlier are
incorporated in each of these steps.
It is a well-known fact that an auditor normally does not examine
every transaction a company would have during the period under examination. He must, therefore, perform his work on a test basis. The
amount of testing done by the auditor is dependent on the existing internal control within an organization. The in-charge accountant will
consult management about the existing situation, and it is then the
junior accountant's job to determine if the internal control that management has stated is in effect is actually being exercised. One way of
evaluating the existing internal control is to examine the transactions on
a test basis by inspecting the documents used by the client.
In making this inspection, the junior accountant must do more than
merely compare dollar values on the document with those on the ledger
cards. Among other things, he should test the distribution of the specific document, check the document for authorization, check the receiv-
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ing or shipping reports, or both, determine if the amounts on the invoice
have been checked by the client in any way, and, of course, look for
alterations on the document. Now let us assume that he finds an error.
The junior accountant must now use judgment to help the senior accountant determine whether or not the error is material. The concept of
materiality is probably one of the hardest for the junior accountant to
use in his daily work. In determining the materiality of an error, he
must consider more than the dollar amount of the error. He must also
determine whether the error is an isolated one or whether it may be indicative of the entire year's transactions. It must always be remembered
that what might be material for one company might be quite insignificant
for another company and, at the same time, the materiality of a given
dollar amount may be quite different among the various accounts
within one company. Regardless of whether the error discovered is
material, a record of it must be made in the work papers.
Always remember that the purpose of work papers is to leave a
trail of what work has been done, not only for those reviewing your
work but for possible use in the future. Therefore, the work papers you
prepare should always be done neatly, concisely, and, of course, completely. It may well be that the error you finally do record in this manner may subsequently be considered immaterial by the in-charge accountant. Despite this fact, do not hesitate to question any areas or any
documents you believe to be incorrect. You can see from this one
operation that the junior accountant must employ the characteristics of
good writing and imagination, as well as drive, judgment, and forcefulness.
Much of the junior accountant's time is spent on a ten-key adding
machine, and I would strongly recommend the taking of a course in this
area while you are still in school. A t some time during the first year of
employment, you will probably question the usefulness of all the footing, etc., that you do on the adding machine. A n important point to
remember, however, when you are footing cash receipts or checking the
extensions or doing whatever else on the adding machine is this: Your
work is being done on a test basis, and hence any errors you may discover in footing a tape must be extended so that the results may be related to the entire year's transactions.
You will undoubtedly be asked sometime during the first year to
count an asset of a company physically. This may be observation of
inventories or count of cash or securities. The two physical inspections
the first-year accountant can expect most often are the counting of cash
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and the observation of physical inventories being taken by the client.
Normally, the cash consists of either undeposited receipts on hand or a
petty cash fund. You should note that I said the junior accountant will
observe the taking of the physical inventory and not actually take the
physical inventory for the client. During this observation, the junior
accountant makes test counts of a representative number of items in the
inventory. Later, these test counts will be checked into the inventory
summaries the client will furnish you. A very important part in the observation of physical inventories is to see that the procedures outlined
by management for taking the inventory are being followed. During
your observation you should also note those items appearing to be obsolete or unsaleable, so that they may be correctly recorded if, in fact, they
are such. At some time during your first year of employment, you may
count securities the client holds. These may range all the way from
trade notes receivable to securities being held by a large brokerage firm.
In all these physical counts, the importance of your tact and independence, as well as your ability to get along with the client's personnel, cannot be overstressed.
At some time during his first year the junior accountant will undoubtedly help select, prepare, and mail out confirmation requests for
those balances the client has stated are owed to him by trade customers.
Normally, you would confirm all those accounts having large balances
in relation to the other accounts, balances made up primarily of old balances, and a representative number of the remaining accounts. As requests are returned to you by the customers, you must follow up all
those accounts for which the customer has reported a balance due the
client differing from what client has stated. This requires more document inspection and possibly discussion with the client, particularly the
credit department. The junior accountant will check subsequent collections on accounts for all those accounts that did not reply to confirmation requests. It is extremely important that, since confirmations are
also sent out on a test basis, any errors noted on the accounts selected
be clarified completely.
ADVANCED STEPS
I should think by now that you would be beginning to wonder
whether or not your first year of employment in a public accounting
firm will consist only of testing vouchers, running adding machine tapes,
observing inventories being taken, and preparing confirmations. I can
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assure you that the in-charge accountant is more than happy to delegate
responsibility and more work as soon as you are ready to handle the
work load. A s the year progresses, you will be asked to prepare specific
account analyses as well as to prepare other papers used on the audit.
We mentioned earlier that one of the purposes of preparing work papers
is for possible use in the future. One of these uses is to provide a guide
for the person performing the work in the following year. A t the same
time, however, you should not fall into the trap of doing everything that
was done the previous year in exactly the same way. If you think you
can improve the procedure or if you think the work is not needed this
year, consult the in-charge accountant and explain your position. He
will do one of these things: Agree with you, explain why the work
should be done this year, or explain why a step performed last year is
also applicable this year.
Late in your first year of employment, you may have the opportunity to run a small job. You will soon realize that the transition from
junior accountant to in-charge accountant is a major move. When you
have a question as a junior accountant, the senior accountant is always
there to answer the question. A s the in-charge, you must either solve the
problem yourself or, in case you cannot solve the problem, go for assistance to one of the men in the office who has had experience in this
area.
STAFF TRAINING
The last area that I should like to touch on briefly concerns staff
training within a public accounting firm. I believe all the national public
accounting firms have a training course for college graduates. The
Haskins & Sells course is two weeks in length and is held each year in
New York. It is attended at some time during the summer by all new
staff members and acts as a cushion between college and practice. A t
the same time, it gives the new staff member a chance to meet other new
employees of the Firm as well as some senior accountants, who act as
instructors in the course. Many of the Firm's partners also participate
in the sessions or in social events connected with them. Senior accountants also act as moderators for groups of ten tofifteenpeople. In addition
to this two-week program there are staff meetings on the local level,
firm-wide. Staff members attend different meetings, depending on the
amount of experience each has had in public accounting. The advantages these meetings afford tend to support my hypothesis that public
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accounting firms are concerned a great deal with the growth of the individual; they are another reason why I chose public over private
accounting.
CONCLUSION
To conclude, I have stressed the assistance the Firm is willing to
give each person, but there can be no substitute for individual initiative.
Certainly there is a future in publc accounting for anyone willing to put
forth the necessary effort and to keep abreast of changes taking place
in the accounting field.

